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ABSTRACT: Intimacy defi cits and loneliness recently have been theorized as in-
fl uential factors in the etiology and maintenance of sexually offending behaviors, 
although to date there has been a lack of empirical research conducted to address 
this proposition. The present study examined intimacy defi cits, fear of intimacy, and 
loneliness among intrafamilial child molesters, rapists, nonsexually offending in-
mates, and a community sample of adult males. The child molesters and rapists re-
ported greater overall intimacy defi cits than did the nonsexually offending inmates 
and community controls, with rapists reporting the greatest intimacy defi cits. Fear 
of intimacy was found to be a particularly salient characteristic of die child molest-
ers. The child molesters and rapists reported experiencing more overall loneliness 
and emotional loneliness. It is suggested that intimacy defi cits, fear of intimacy, and 
loneliness should be addressed in comprehensive theories of sexual offending and in-
corporated into assessment and treatment approaches.
S exual offending against both women and children remains a sig-nifi cant problem in the United States, with recent crime statis-
tics revealing that the incidence of both rape and child molestation 
continues to rise (Federal Bureau of Investigation, 1994). The wide-
spread prevalence of sexual offending has fueled considerable empiri-
cal investigation into the etiology and continuance of sexually offend-
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ing behaviors. In the early years of the study of sexual offenders, the 
literature was plagued with theories attempting to emphasize single 
factors as responsible for deviant sexual behavior (Finkelhor, 1984). 
Contemporary approaches to the study of sexual offending advocate 
multifactor models, which suggest that a variety of elements are in-
fl uential in the onset and continuation of sexually aggressive behav-
ior (Finkelhor, 1984; Hall, 1990; Marshall, 1993). Included among 
the factors commonly believed to be related to sexual offending are 
deviant sexual arousal, physiological factors, personality and attitude 
characteristics, victimization histories, and defi cient interpersonal re-
lationships and social functioning.
In addition, clinical experience with sexual offenders has led in-
vestigators to speculate about the role of intimacy defi cits and loneli-
ness in sexual offending. Indeed, Marshall (1989, 1993, in press) has 
observed that many sexual offenders lack deep and intimate relation-
ships, are emotionally isolated, and have had numerous superfi cial 
and unfulfi lling relationships. With these observations in mind, Mar-
shall and his colleagues have hypothesized that intimacy defi cits and 
loneliness may be critical factors in a more general theory of sexual 
offending (Marshall, 1989, 1993, in press; Ward, Hudson, Marshall, 
& Siegert, 1995). Specifi cally, it has been suggested that poor-quality 
attachments that develop in childhood and persist into adulthood may 
lead to signifi cant intimacy defi cits and loneliness, which eventually 
may result in attempts to ameliorate the feelings of loneliness through 
inappropriate sexual contact with inappropriate partners.
Although a logical framework has been established that empha-
sizes intimacy defi cits and loneliness as signifi cant in the etiology 
and maintenance of sexual offending, very little empirical research 
has been conducted to specifi cally address these factors. Of the two 
empirical examinations addressing these elements thus far, both Gar-
lick (1989) and Seidman, Marshall, Hudson, and Robertson (1994) 
have found support for an association among intimacy defi cits, lone-
liness, and sexual offending. Garlick matched incarcerated child mo-
lesters and rapists with an incarcerated nonsexually offending inmate 
sample, who then completed the Revised UCLA Loneliness Scale 
(Russell, Peplau, & Cutrona, 1980) and Tesch’s (1985) Psychosocial 
Intimacy Questionnaire. The child molesters and rapists reported sig-
nifi cantly lower levels of intimacy and greater amounts of loneliness 
than the nonsexual offenders, suggesting that intimacy defi cits and 
loneliness perhaps were not simply a function of criminal behavior.
Seidman et al. (1994) conducted two studies comparing intimacy 
and loneliness among samples of incarcerated and nonincarcerated 
sexual offenders, wife batterers, violent nonsexual offenders, nonvi-
olent nonsexual offenders, and community males. The measures used 
included the Miller Social Intimacy Scale (Miller & Lefcourt, 1982), 
the Waring Intimacy Scale (Waring & Reddon, 1983), and the Re-
vised UCLA Loneliness Scale (Russell et al., 1980). Similar to the 
fi ndings of Garlick (1989), the authors found that the sexual offend-
ers suffered from greater intimacy defi cits and loneliness than non-
sexually offending inmates or community controls. Furthermore, the 
lack of intimacy was found to be a better predictor of indexes of vio-
lence than was the experience of loneliness.
These studies are important and signifi cant initial contributions, 
although there are recognized limitations to both investigations. First, 
the investigators assessed sexual offenders’ current levels of loneli-
ness and intimacy, which clearly may differ from the degree of lone-
liness and intimacy experienced during their cycles of sexual offend-
ing. Second, levels of intimacy were examined only in terms of the 
offenders’ relationship with a spouse or signifi cant other, thereby lim-
iting generalizability to only one distinct relationship type. Third, no 
assessments of factors related to intimacy defi cits, such as fear of in-
timacy in relationships, were included. Finally, although emotional 
loneliness has been suggested as the more relevant form of loneliness 
with respect to precipitating sexual aggression, the researchers failed 
to differentiate between emotional and social loneliness in their anal-
yses. Therefore, the present study sought to address these limitations 
while investigating the proposition that intimacy defi cits and loneli-
ness are infl uential in sexually offending behaviors.
METHOD
PARTICIPANTS
Four groups of individuals voluntarily participated in the current 
project: intrafamilial child molesters, rapists of adult women, vio-
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lent but nonsexually offending inmates, and community controls. The 
child molester group consisted of 33 adult males incarcerated for a 
sexual offense(s) involving contact (e.g., penetration, fondling) with 
a minor child within the family. The adult rapist group consisted of 
27 adult men incarcerated for forced sexual contact with an individ-
ual over 18 years of age. Participants in both sexual offender groups 
were currently involved or had been selected to participate in a vol-
untary treatment program for sexual offenders incarcerated in the Ne-
braska Department of Corrections’ facilities.
A sample of 21 adult males incarcerated for violent but nonsex-
ual offenses voluntarily served as a nonsexually offending inmate 
control group. The offenses committed by these inmates were crimes 
against persons and were violent in nature (e.g., murder, manslaugh-
ter, assault, armed robbery, kidnapping). Each of these inmates was 
involved voluntarily in mental health programming at the institution. 
Both self-reports of these inmates and an examination of the inmates’ 
records were used in an attempt to ensure that they had not commit-
ted a prior sexual offense.
Finally, a sample of 20 adult males was recruited from a lo-
cal community college to voluntarily serve as a community control 
group. These men were involved in introductory psychology courses 
at the community college and received extra credit in their class for 
participating in the project. Each of the community control partici-
pants denied any history of arrests or convictions for any crime and 
denied having ever committed a sexual assault.
Demographic information for each of the groups is presented in 
Table 1. ANOVAs revealed no signifi cant overall age or educational 
differences across the groups, and a chi-square analysis revealed no 
signifi cant racial differences.
MEASURES
Demographic and descriptive information. Participants com-
pleted a demographic data sheet to provide age, race, marital status, 
and number of years of education. Further descriptive data were gath-
ered from inmate self-reports and from the inmates’ mental health and 
institutional fi les to obtain additional information about their experi-
ences with violence in childhood (i.e., childhood physical abuse, sex-
ual abuse, witnessing domestic violence) and criminal backgrounds 
(i.e., number of prior arrests, number of prior convictions, use of vio-
lence in adult relationships).
Miller Social Intimacy Scale. The 17-item Miller Social Inti-
macy Scale (MSIS) (Miller & Lefcourt, 1982) was designed to assess 
intimacy in adult relationships. The measure consists of 6 items that 
measure the frequency of intimate contacts and 11 items that assess 
the intensity of intimate relations. Each of the items are rated on 10-
point scales, ranging from 1 (very rarely or not much) to 10 (almost 
always or a great deal). Higher scores indicate more intimacy in re-
lationships. Psychometric properties of the scale are strong and sug-
gest that it is a reliable and valid measure of social intimacy (Downs 
& Hillje, 1991; Miller & Lefcourt, 1982).
The MSIS is designed to assess intimacy in a variety of relation-
ships (e.g., friendships, family, spouse), although these categories 
have not yet been examined with sexual offenders. Therefore, for the 
purpose of the present study, all participants completed the MSIS four 
times, describing typical relationships with (a) male friends, (b) fe-
male friends, (c) family members, and (d) a spouse/signifi cant other.
Revised UCLA Loneliness Scale. The 20-item Revised UCLA 
Loneliness Scale (R-UCLA) (Russell et al., 1980) is perhaps the 
most infl uential and widely used and accepted measure for assess-
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ing lone liness. The measure consists of 10 positively worded and 10 
negatively worded items. Participants are asked to rate their agree-
ment with each of the items on a 4-point scale ranging from 1 (never) 
to 4 (often). Half of the items are reversed scored, and all items are 
summed to obtain a total score. Higher scores are indicative of more 
loneliness. Two subscales of the R-UCLA, which represent the di-
mensions of emotional and social loneliness, have been identifi ed 
(Russell, Cutrona, Rose, & Yurko, 1984). The R-UCLA is relatively 
short, easily administered, internally consistent, and appears to dis-
criminate between loneliness and other related constructs. Detailed 
information regarding the psychometric properties of the R-UCLA 
and its subscales suggest that the scale is valid and reliable (Russell, 
Cutrona, et al., 1980; Russell, Peplau, et al., 1984).
Fear of Intimacy Scale. The 35-item Fear of Intimacy Scale (FIS) 
(Descutner & Thelen, 1991) was designed to assess individuals’ anxi-
eties about close relationships. Items were based on the defi nition that 
fear of intimacy is the inhibited capacity of an individual to exchange 
personally signifi cant thoughts and feelings with another individ-
ual who is highly valued. Participants are instructed to complete the 
questionnaire while imagining themselves in a close dating relation-
ship and rate each of the 35 items on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 
(not at all characteristic of me) to 5 (extremely characteristic of me). 
Fifteen items are reverse scored, and all items are summed to obtain a 
total score, with higher scores refl ecting a greater fear of intimacy.
The psychometric properties of the FIS are strong, with high inter-
nal consistency and test-retest reliability, and robust construct valid-
ity (Descutner & Thelen, 1991; Doi & Thelen, 1993). Factor analysis 
procedures have revealed one primary factor, which provides support 
for the construct validity of the scale as unidimensional in nature. The 
scale is particularly useful and unique in that it can be used to assess 
fear of intimacy regardless of whether the individual is currently in-
volved in an intimate relationship.
Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale. The 33-item Mar-
lowe- Crowne Social Desirability Scale (MCSDS) (Crowne & Mar-
lowe, 1960) was designed to assess social desirability response bi-
ases, which occur when respondents attempt to underreport negative 
behaviors and attempt to create an overly favorable impression of 
themselves. Thus, if the social desirability scale is correlated with a 
particular measure in a study, it is generally necessary to statistically 
control for the bias to prevent misleading interpretations of the results 
(Saunders, 1991). The MCSDS is one of the most commonly used 
measures of social desirability and is preferable to others because of 
its excellent psychometric properties and its lower association with 
psychopathology (Crowne & Marlowe, 1960, 1964; Saunders, 1991).
PROCEDURES
All participants were approached by the principal investigator or a 
research assistant who described the project to them. Those who vol-
untarily agreed to participate signed an informed consent form indi-
cating their understanding of the nature of the project and procedures 
involved. Confi dentiality and anonymity of their responses were em-
phasized. After giving informed consent, all participants received the 
packet of questionnaires and were instructed to complete the research 
packet individually and in private. With the exception of the commu-
nity controls, participants were instructed to complete the intimacy, 
fear of intimacy, and loneliness measures from the perspective of 
their relationships and attitudes prior to their arrest.
This retrospective methodology was used in an indirect attempt to 
adjust for the potential effects of incarceration.
RESULTS
Pearson product-moment correlations were conducted between the 
various measures and the MCSDS. No signifi cant associations were 
revealed, and therefore it was not necessary to include social desir-
ability scores as covariates for the remaining data analyses.
A MANOVA revealed a signifi cant group effect, F(3,93) = 4.97, 
p < .001, when including the MSIS (MSIS-males, MSIS-females, 
MSIS-family, MSIS-spouse/signifi cant other), the FIS, and the R-
UCLA (Emotional and Social Loneliness subscales). Further exam-
ination of the univariate F tests revealed that each of these measures, 
with the exception of the MSIS-spouse/signifi cant other, was respon-
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sible for the overall group effect. One-way ANOVAs with follow-up 
comparisons using Scheffé post hoc tests were conducted to examine 
further specifi c group differences on the measures and are presented 
in the following sections.
INTIMACY
Group means, standard deviations, and group differences for the 
MSIS are presented in Table 2.
Intimacy with male friends. The rapists and child molesters re-
ported signifi cantly less intimacy in their typical relationships with 
male friends than did the community controls. Furthermore, the rap-
ists reported having signifi cantly fewer intimate relationships than 
did the nonsexually offending inmates. There were no signifi cant dif-
ferences between the rapists and child molesters or between the non-
sexually offending inmates and community controls.
Intimacy with female friends. The rapists and child molesters re-
ported signifi cantly less intimacy in female friendships than did the 
nonsexually offending inmates and community controls. No signifi -
cant differences were revealed between the rapists and child molest-
ers or between the nonsexually offending inmates and community 
controls. Intimacy with family members. The rapists’ level of inti-
macy in their typical relationships with family members was signif-
icantly lower than that of the child molesters, the nonoffending in-
mates, and community controls.
Intimacy with spouse/signifi cant other. Because there was no sig-
nifi cant group effect for the level of intimacy experienced with a 
spouse/signifi cant other, no subsequent comparisons were made.
Overall intimacy. To refl ect an overall level of intimacy in adult 
relationships, the four intimacy scores were summed to create a to-
tal intimacy score. A one-way ANOVA was signifi cant, F(3,95) = 
13.37, p < ,001. Follow-up Scheffé comparisons indicated that both 
the rapists and child molesters experienced signifi cantly less overall 
intimacy in adult relationships than did the nonsexually offending in-
mates or community controls. There was no signifi cant difference in 
the overall amount of intimacy experienced between the rapists and 
child molesters or between the nonsexually offending inmates and 
community controls.
FEAR OF INTIMACY
The child molesters reported a signifi cantly greater fear of inti-
macy in adult relationships than did the rapists, nonsexually offend-
ing inmates, and community controls. All other comparisons were 
nonsignifi cant.
LONELINESS
The group means, standard deviations, and group differences for 
the R-UCLA and its Emotional and Social Loneliness subscales are 
presented in Table 2. Although there was no signifi cant difference in 
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the amount of overall loneliness experienced between the rapists and 
child molesters, both groups reported signifi cantly greater amounts of 
loneliness than did the nonsexually offending inmates and commu-
nity controls. No signifi cant difference was found between the non-
sexually offending inmates and community controls.
Emotional loneliness. The rapists and child molesters reported 
signifi cantly more emotional loneliness than did the nonsexually of-
fending inmates and community controls. No signifi cant differences 
were found between the rapists and child molesters or between the 
nonsexually offending inmates and community controls.
Social loneliness. The rapists and child molesters reported signif-
icantly more social loneliness than did the community controls. All 
other comparisons were nonsignifi cant.
MULTIPLE REGRESSION ANALYSES
Pearson product-moment correlational analyses were performed to 
examine the relationship between the various measures and (a) child-
hood experiences with various forms of violence (i.e., physical abuse, 
sexual abuse, witnessing domestic violence) and (b) various criminal 
history variables (e.g., number of prior arrests, number of prior con-
victions). Table 3 presents the correlations for the four groups.
Given the various signifi cant correlations, exploratory multiple 
regression analyses were performed. To predict overall intimacy in 
adult relationships, the fear of intimacy in adult relationships, and 
loneliness (i.e., overall, emotional, and social), stepwise multiple re-
gression analysis procedures were employed. The following variables 
served as predictors: perpetration of rape, perpetration of child mo-
lestation, criminality (i.e., inmate versus noninmate status), number 
of prior arrests, number of prior convictions, use of domestic violence 
in adult relationships, history of childhood physical abuse, history of 
childhood sexual abuse, and childhood witnessing of domestic vio-
lence. A summary of the regression analyses is presented in Table 4.
Rape perpetration, child molestation perpetration, and number of 
prior convictions were signifi cant predictors of overall intimacy in 
adult relationships, with these variables accounting for 39% of the to-
tal variance p < .001). The single best predictor of overall intimacy 
was perpetration of rape. Perpetration of child molestation, number 
of prior convictions, and a history of childhood, physical abuse sig-
nifi cantly predicted fear of intimacy in adult relationships, accounting 
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for 38% of the total variance (p < .001). Perpetration of child moles-
tation was the single best predictor of fear of intimacy. The signifi cant 
predictors of overall loneliness (R-UCLA scores) were rape perpetra-
tion, child molestation perpetration, and history of childhood phys-
ical abuse. These variables accounted for 29% of the total variance 
@ < .001). The same variables that predicted overall loneliness also 
predicted emotional loneliness, accounting for 38% of the total vari-
ance (p < .001). Finally, social loneliness was signifi cantly predicted 
by criminality (i.e., inmate versus noninmate status), number of prior 
arrests, and history of childhood physical abuse. Together, these vari-
ables accounted for 20% of the total variance (p < .001).
DISCUSSION
Consistent with previous empirical research as well as anecdotal 
reports, the present fi ndings provide additional support for the theory 
that intimacy defi cits and loneliness may be distinctive and infl uen-
tial contributors to the multifaceted etiology and maintenance of sex-
ually offending behaviors. Overall, the child molesters and rapists in 
the present study were found to suffer from signifi cant intimacy def-
icits in adult relationships and experienced more loneliness (partic-
ularly emotional loneliness) than the nonsexually offending inmates 
and community controls. The data further suggest that these intimacy 
defi cits may be relationship specifi c.
With regard to fear of intimacy in adult relationships, an interest-
ing pattern emerged. Although it was hypothesized that both the child 
molesters and rapists would report greater fears of intimacy in adult 
relationships than the nonsexually offending inmates and community 
controls, only the child molesters fi t this pattern. Indeed, the child 
molesters not only reported signifi cantly greater fear of intimacy in 
adult relationships than the nonsexually offending inmates and com-
munity controls but also reported greater fear of intimacy than did the 
rapists. This seems to suggest that fear of intimacy in adult relation-
ships may be a particularly salient factor to consider during the as-
sessment and treatment of child molesters. One might speculate that 
signifi cant fears and anxieties about intimacy with adults may, in part, 
relate to molesters’ seeking out intimacy and sexual contact with chil-
dren. These men may have the perception that children will be less 
rejecting than adults and perhaps feel less vulnerable in their attempts 
at intimacy with children.
Finally, the child molesters and rapists reported experiencing sig-
nifi cantly more overall loneliness and emotional loneliness than did 
the nonsexually offending inmates and community controls. Although 
the child molesters and rapists also reported experiencing signifi -
cantly more social loneliness than did the community controls, there 
were no signifi cant differences between the sexual offender groups 
and the nonsexually offending inmates. This suggests that the differ-
ences in overall loneliness experienced by sexual offenders may be 
best accounted for by emotional loneliness.
The exploratory multiple regression analyses offered additional 
support for the relationship of intimacy, fear of intimacy, and loneli-
ness to sexual offending. More specifi cally, among the best predictors 
of the degree of overall intimacy, fear of intimacy, overall loneliness, 
and emotional loneliness were the perpetration of child molestation 
and the perpetration of rape, with these variables accounting for a rel-
atively large proportion of the total variance. Also included among 
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the various predictors of intimacy, fear of intimacy, and loneliness 
was a history of childhood physical abuse, indirectly suggesting an 
increased likelihood of the poor-quality attachments to which Mar-
shall makes reference. It is important to note that although the over-
all number of prior convictions for any type of criminal behavior was 
found to be a signifi cant predictor of overall intimacy and fear of inti-
macy in adult relationships, having engaged in and been convicted of 
criminal behaviors in general (i.e., inmate versus noninmate) was in-
suffi cient in predicting intimacy, fear of intimacy, overall loneliness, 
or emotional loneliness. Rather, the criminal behaviors that seemed 
to best predict these variables in the current analyses were specifi c to 
sexual offenses.
Taken together, the present fi ndings offer support for Marshall’s 
proposition that intimacy defi cits and emotional loneliness may be 
distinguishing features of sexual offenders. As his theory further sug-
gests, such intimacy defi cits and experiences of loneliness may be 
associated with poor-quality attachments and the specifi c interper-
sonal problems associated with insecure attachment styles in adult-
hood (Marshall, 1989, 1993, in press; Ward et al., 1995). Therefore, 
one would presume that childhood experiences of abuse or violence, 
which may subsequently be associated with poor-quality attachments 
and specifi c expectations and functioning in interpersonal relation-
ships, would be found in the histories of sexual offenders. Indeed, 
such experiences (i.e., physical abuse, sexual abuse, witnessing do-
mestic violence) were prevalent within the samples of sexual offend-
ers in the present study. Specifi cally, 39% of the child molesters and 
78% of the rapists reported a history of childhood physical abuse, 
45% of the child molesters and 19% of the rapists alleged a history of 
childhood sexual victimization, and 42% of the child molesters and 
48% of the rapists reported having witnessed domestic violence dur-
ing childhood. Although not directly assessed in the current study, it 
would seem logical that these offenders would have a predisposition 
toward developing insecure attachments and a subsequent proneness 
for intimacy defi cits and experiences of loneliness. Inclusion of mea-
sures of adult attachment in future research clearly would assist in 
examining the potential relationships among sexual offending, inti-
macy defi cits, loneliness, and attachment styles.
Some limitations of the current study should be recognized, in-
cluding restricted sample sizes, use of self-report measures, and the 
use of retrospective methodology. In defense of the retrospective 
methodology in the present study, however, it has been suggested 
(Henry, Moffi tt, Caspi, Langley, & Silva, 1994) that retrospective re-
ports are most valid and defensible when they are used as indicators 
of relative rank within a distribution, as opposed to use as precise in-
dicators of event frequencies and event dates.
A fi nal consideration worth noting is the issue of whether inti-
macy defi cits and loneliness precede sexually offending behaviors or 
simply result from the arrest for the sexual offense and subsequent in-
carceration. However, in light of Seidman et al.’s (1994) fi ndings of 
greater intimacy defi cits and loneliness in both incarcerated and non-
incarcerated sexual offenders, it may be reasonable to suggest that 
intimacy defi cits and loneliness are not merely aftereffects of incar-
ceration. Given the apparent signifi cance of intimacy defi cits, fear of 
intimacy, and loneliness in relation to sexual offending, it is imper-
ative not only to incorporate these factors into comprehensive theo-
retical models of sexual offending but also to address these elements 
in the assessment and treatment process. For example, Ward et al. 
(1995) have stressed the importance of assisting sexual offenders in 
understanding the close relationship among emotions, behaviors, and 
intimate relationships. By doing so, the authors suggest that the sex-
ual offenders may be able to identify “chains” of emotions and be-
haviors associated with their intimate relationships and subsequently 
develop specifi c interventions to modify the problematic patterns that 
exist in those relationships. Moreover, by identifying and addressing 
these offenders’ specifi c relationship defi cits, the various treatment 
modules in sexual offender treatment programs that relate to trouble-
some interpersonal interactions, such as social skills training, may be 
more effective.
Cognitively based interventions may be particularly effective and 
worthwhile in teaching offenders appropriate strategies for coping 
with experiences of emotional loneliness and for modifying defi cits 
in their adult relationships, as such approaches have utility in chal-
lenging specifi c underlying attitudes and beliefs that are related to in-
timacy avoidance, such as fears of intimacy, vulnerability, and rejec-
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tion (Horowitz, Rosenberg, & Bartholomew, 1993; Marshall, 1994; 
Ward et al., 1995). Optimally, they would lead to a reduction in at-
tempts to obtain intimacy through deviant sexual contact.
In conclusion, it appears that the assessment of intimacy defi cits, 
fears of intimacy, and loneliness may facilitate a more thorough under-
standing of the factors associated with the initiation and maintenance 
of sexually deviant cognitions and patterns of behaviors. Clearly, sin-
gle factors, such as intimacy defi cits and loneliness, are not plausible 
as fully explanatory in the cycle of sexual offending. However, it is 
undoubtedly important to thoroughly investigate the various elements 
that may be consolidated into the comprehensive and multifactorial 
theories of deviant sexual behavior. As is becoming more evident, in-
timacy defi cits and loneliness may be particularly salient factors to 
address. Treatment programs for sexual offenders should incorporate 
approaches for addressing intimacy defi cits and loneliness, and future 
research should continue to examine these and other issues, including 
adult attachment styles, with the paramount objective of reducing the 
sexual victimization of women and children.
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